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Shipton: Reconsidering Genesis

BY

W A R R E N

A.

S H I P T O N

*

What Time magazine editors would have learned had they
interviewed a churchload of Adventists.
t the Dawn of the third millennium, we return to the
Bible’s first book and debate
its real meaning.”— Time.
The headline captured my
attention. Particularly because it was
not in a theological journal. It surely
was not the usual fare in Time magazine. In fact, the contents page in
each issue would seem to leave no
room for it: “Nation,” “World,”
“Business,” “Science and Society,”
“The Arts.”
These and the subheads offered
fare much more to the likes of 20th
century pagans: “Sex in Uniform,”
“Gambling: A Crapshoot in Cyberspace,” “Money in Motion: What
Economists Don’t Know,” “Leisure,”
“Technology: Privacy on the Web,”
“Television,” “Cinema,” “Music,”

“Sport,” “People.”
Not much room there for a
reconsideration of Genesis, it would
seem. But there it was in the November 4, 1996, issue, receiving almost
equal billing with the U.S. presidential election. No way that would happen unless it was controversial, I
thought, and it was inviting me in.
Now, I could imagine a biologist
or a sociologist or even a business
mogul saying “No, thanks.” But a
Seventh-day Adventist professor in a
secular college? A professor, moreover, whose Sabbath worship is*
*Warren A. Shipton is a church elder
and Acting Head and Associate Professor, Department of Microbiology
and Immunology; James Cook University; Townsville, Australia.
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broadcast series Genesis: A Living
Connection. In the segment called
“Apocalypse,” speakers dissected
God’s near-destruction of the world’s
population,
as recorded in the GeneScandalous Charges
sis
flood
account,
from almost every
Controversial the article was and
conceivable
angle.
Noah emerged
surely crafted in a manner calculated
from
the
Flood
experience,
so it was
to capture the attention of degeneralleged,
as
a
“damaged
survivor”
who
ates and theologians. Not that the two
neither
helped
drownare usually in the same
ing humanity during
company—the theothe
Flood nor spoke
logians would read
Early on, the
subsequently about
because of the article’s
them,
preferring
explicit challenge to
article
rather to drink his
prior interpretations;
advanced the
troubles away.
the degenerates would
What Time editors
read because of its
belief that
should have done, I
challenge to biblical
much about
thought, is round up a
morality.
churchload of AdventEarly on, the artiGod in Genesis
ists and ask them
cle advanced the beis scandalous.about God’s morality.
lief that much about
For inherent in their
God in Genesis is
very name is a great
scandalous. A writer
Genesis institution,
voiced concern about
the Seventh-day Sabthe many dysfuncbath, which not only
tional families frewitnesses to God’s
quenting its pages.
morality, but also
Midway through the
offers a weekly bastion against the
article, Karen Armstrong, a former
amoral and immoral leeches eating
nun, lashed out against God Himaway at the very foundations of modself. He is ‘“not some nice, cozy
ern society. The Creation story of
daddy in the sky,’” she said. Rather,
He is ‘“behaving in an evil way,’ Genesis 1 and 2 does indeed need to
be reconsidered.
effectively introducing mankind to
the idea of justifiable genocide.”
God’s Gift
That idea, it turned out, was
The first thing the Sabbath tells
quoted from a spirited interchange
us about God is that He cares for His
on the national (U.S.) television
grounded in the pristine soil of an
Edenic garden? I headed for Time's
Genesis.
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If the Sabbath were understood as God's “blessed”first
gift to earth's parents, a weekly reminder of His love, the
editors [of Time] would have had to look even further to find
someone to charge Him with “behaving in an evil way"—unless
there is a local institution for the deranged!

creation. He didn’t bless the Sabbath
for His benefit; He blessed it for the
benefit of humanity (Mark 2:23-28).
Further, He set it aside as a memorial to perpetuate their well-being.
Were the Sabbath remembered as
God intended, Time would have to
search far to find an atheist or
agnostic or infidel to voice skepticism about the Genesis chronicle.
And if the Sabbath were understood
as God’s “blessed” first gift to earth’s
parents, a weekly reminder of His
love, the editors would have to look
even further to find someone to
charge Him with “behaving in an
evil way”—unless there is a local
institution for the deranged!
The Sabbath commandment is at
the heart of the moral law; and the
moral law is a transcript of God’s
character (Rom. 13:10; 1 John 4:16).
In other words, it defines the living
God as both loving and just, and,
therefore, is a moral statement.
Every human act recorded in the
Bible is compared, implicitly or
explicitly, with this standard, and the
whole scriptural discourse is the

record of a cosmic controversy
between good and evil (see Revelation 12 for a digest). A fair reconsideration of Genesis, which records
the origin of evil, will establish that
the principles enshrined in the Ten
Commandments existed before the
earth was populated and before evil
crawled out of a black hole in the
universe.
A Plea and a Warning
The Sabbath com m andm ent’s
initial “Remember” constitutes a plea
and a warning. The plea heeded, the
blessing God pronounced on His
human creation would result in an
Edenic world of peace and happiness. The warning disregarded, “sin,”
a rebellion against all that is right
and just, would result, ultimately, in
anarchy, with no moral reference
point in this world or for the universe. And the ultimate consequence
of sin is eternal death (Rom. 6:23;
Rev. 20:10-15).
It is not God’s acts in Genesis,
then, that are “scandalous,” if examined closely, but the charges made
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against Him. The prophets Ezekiel
and Isaiah refer to Satans “slanders”
(Hebrew: rkullah) against God in
heaven before earth’s creation, and
afterward, here on earth— spread
most immediately, it would appear,
by Times editors; to whom might
be added: Hollywood’s producers,
with a score and more scurrilous
“biblical” epics to their credit; television programs on most evenings;
churches that dared to write out
“Remember” in the Sabbath commandment and write in “Forget”;
and religious disciples of whatever
IS

THE

brand who profess to be what God is
like, while loving neither God nor
their neighbors.
Far from promoting “justifiable
genocide” (a slanderous charge), the
God of the Genesis chronicle commanded His new creation, made in
His moral image, to “replenish” the
earth. Families were to rest from
their labors and to worship together
on the Sabbath—hardly hallmarks
of dysfunction. Servants and guests
enjoying their hospitality—the
“stranger within thy gates”**—were
to rest with them. Even animals were

S A B B A T H

C E R E M O N I A L ?

cerem onial, and therefore it is no longer binding on Christians. But
is it?
After the Fall, God introduced cerem onial laws to illustrate and
facilitate the practical aspects o f the plan o f salvation. They pointed
to Christ. And as shadows end at the reality, they ended at the cross.
The Sabbath was introduced before the Fall (Gen. 2:3, 4). It follows that the Sabbath is not cerem onial. It has no cerem onial elem ents. Christ clearly indicated that the w hole law o f Ten Com m andm ents is based exclusively on “agape love” (John 14:15, 21;
15:10). The treatise on agape love— 1 Corinthians 13— contains no
reference to cerem onial matters. The m oral law there explored
operates at a m uch higher conceptual level.
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implicit in the command. The sexes
are given equal status in the discourse.

not to be burdened on the Sabbath.
Morality in Genesis involves our
relationship not only to God but
also to all members of the human
family. All, without distinction, are
commanded to worship together on
the Sabbath. Equality of all, including male and female, before God is
B L E N D I N G

A Transcript
To be created in Gods (moral)
image meant having the principles of
the moral law imprinted on the very

J U S T I C E

A ND

ME R C Y

j u s t i c e and m ercy (born o f love),
the essential elem ents o f morality, are displayed by Christ, the “Sun
o f R ighteousness” (Mai. 4:2), w ho is both our Redeemer and our
King.
“Were there no justice, no penalty, there w ould be no stability to
the governm ent o f God. It is the m ingling o f judgm ent and mercy
that makes salvation com plete. It is the blending o f the two that
leads us, as we view the w orld’s Redeemer, and the law o f Jehovah,
to exclaim ‘Thy gentleness hath made m e great.’ We know that the
gospel is a perfect and com plete system , revealing the im m utability
o f the law o f God. It inspires the heart w ith hope, and w ith love to
God. Mercy invites us to enter through the gates into the city o f
God, and justice is satisfied to accord to every obedient soul full
privileges as a m em ber o f the royal family, a child o f the heavenly
King. If we were defective in character, we could not pass the gates
that m ercy has opened to the obedient; for justice stands at the
entrance, and dem ands holiness in all w ho w ould see G od” (Ellen G.

White, Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, Dec. 13, 1892).
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Morality in Genesis involves not only our relationship
to God but also to all members of the human family. All, without
distinction, are commanded to worship together on the
Sabbath. Equality of all, including male and female, before God
is implicit in the command.

molecules of ones mind. The principles are as eternal as God Himself, for
they are a transcript of His character.
At Sinai, they were stated more
explicitly to meet the needs of the
fallen race (Rom. 5:20; Gal. 2:16-20).
The Sabbath commandment became
the nexus of the moral law, linking
the principles of love to God on the
first table of the Ten Commandments
with the principles of love to one’s fellow beings on the second.
Through the prophet Amos, God
pointed out the antisocial dimensions of violating the second table:
You “profane my holy name” by
your greed for m oney at the
expense of the poor and your greed
to satisfy perverted desires at the
expense of your neighbor (Amos
2:6, 7). Jesus later rebuked the Pharisees for passing by “‘justice and the
love of God’” while emphasizing
less foundational aspects of religion
(Luke 11:42).
Re-examination of Genesis reveals that the command to worship
on the Sabbath, the seventh day, is
the first concise recorded expression

of God’s will for His creatures (Mark
2:27, 28). God’s will is the basis of
the moral code given to humankind,
for it reflects His character. It follows, then, that elimination of just
one element of this moral code
detracts from our view of God’s
character—indeed, of what God is.
John the Revelator recognized this
fact some 2,000 years ago and
“scooped” Time's editors by calling
on Christ’s followers to reassess
Genesis in order to bring glory to
God (Rev. 14:6, 7).
Making a Will
Had the Time writers turned to
the New Testament, they would have
found the morality of the Sabbath
confirmed and declared changeless.
The writer of Hebrews enunciated a
principle of law familiar to lawyers
of our day: A will or testament cannot be changed once the originator
dies. When Christ died, He is said to
have “sealed” His will. If we look for
a change in His will, it must come
before His death (see Hebrews 9:14
to 17). Clearly, Jesus made no such
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to terms with chapter 3, verse 15:
“And I will put enmity between thee
[Satan] and the woman [the
church], and between thy seed [sinners] and her seed [saints]; it shall
bruise thy head, and thou shalt
bruise his heel” (KJV).
The millennia-long struggle
between Good and Evil is here personified. And here also, as Christians
have long recognized, is the first
promise of the coming Redeemer.
And the Father is here— not as a
“nice, cozy daddy in the sky”—but
at the cross with His Son. And fittingly so, for as Jesus had once
assured His followers, “The Father
Himself loves you.”
And that love shall triumph!
There is an empty tomb at Golgatha.
And He who rested in it over the
Sabbath shall celebrate His triumph
with His restored creation on a Sabbath soon to come—
“For as the new heavens and the
new earth, which I will make, shall
remain before me, saith the Lord, so
shall your seed and your name
remain.
“And it shall come to pass, that
from one new moon to another, and
from one Sabbath to another, shall
all flesh come to worship before me,
saith the Lord” (Isa. 66:22, 23).
□*

change; rather He scrupulously and
joyfully kept the Sabbath and
instructed others to do likewise
(Matt. 24:20; Luke 4:16). He honored the Sabbath even in His death
(Mark 15:42-44; 16:1-6). Thus the
One who gave the Ten Commandments on Sinai confirms that the
Sabbath, along with the rest of God’s
law, is as changeless as God is
unchangeable (Mai. 3:6).
John affirms that he saw the “ark
of his covenant” in heaven (Rev.
11:19, NIV). This piece of sanctuary
furniture contained the Ten Commandments, the record of the will of
God to the end of time (Ex. 16:34;
25:16, 21; Deut. 31:24-26; Num.
10:33).
True it is, as the lyrics of the songwriter have it:
“Change and decay in all around
I see;
O, Thou, who changest not, abide
with me!”
The plea is needed, for the Genesis
chronicle—which begins so magnificently with the creation of a new and
distinct order in the universe, the
morning stars shouting for joy at its
potential—ends on a somber note:
“So Joseph died,. . . and was put in a
tomb in Egypt” (Gen. 50:26).
But there was a tomb also at Golgatha. And on a Sunday morning, it
was empty!
And that, too, is part of the Genesis Chronicle. And any examination
of it worth the endeavor must come

**Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible texts
in this article are taken from the New International Version.
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